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Abstract:  

Siddhartha Gigoo’s The Garden of Solitude (2011), the first English-

language novel by a Kashmiri Pandit to chronicle the 1990 exodus, 

transforms personal and collective memory into a profound literary 

testament. Gigoo, himself displaced as a teenager from Srinagar, narrates 

through Sridar, a young protagonist whose three-generation family—father 

Lasa, grandparents Mahanandju and Gowri—is uprooted from their 

ancestral home in Nalla-e-Maer beside the Jhelum River. The novel 

reconstructs pre-1990 Kashmir as a “garden” of Kashmiriyat, where Hindu-

Muslim coexistence thrived through shared festivals, Sufi poetry such as 

Lal Ded’s verses, and quotidian harmony, only to fracture under militancy, 

targeted killings, and existential threats (Gigoo 32). 
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This paper examines how Gigoo foregrounds four interlocking themes—trauma, loss, alienation, 

and cultural migration—not as isolated abstractions but as visceral, intergenerational realities 

enacted in Jammu’s refugee camps and beyond. Drawing on trauma theory (Cathy Caruth), 

diaspora studies, forced-migration scholarship (e.g., Bhugra), and subaltern perspectives, it argues 

that the novel positions the Pandits as subaltern figures stripped of agency yet sustained by 

memory, narrative resistance, and the faint promise of return. Through close textual readings 

enriched by additional primary quotations, historical contextualization of the 1990s insurgency, 

and sustained engagement with secondary criticism, the analysis reveals The Garden of Solitude 

as both historical testimony and a defiant act of cultural preservation amid ethnic cleansing and 

prolonged exile. The novel’s non-linear structure—interweaving Sridar’s present-day reflections, 

epistolary exchanges, dreams, and flashbacks—mirrors trauma’s fragmented temporality, where 

past intrusions rupture the present in unending echo (Caruth 4). Estimates place the exodus at 
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150,000–300,000 Pandits fleeing amid slogans like “Raliv, Galiv ya Chaliv” (convert, die, or 

leave), rendering Gigoo’s semi-autobiographical lens a vital counter-narrative to dominant 

discourses that have marginalized Pandit suffering (Bufanda 15). 

Trauma: Psychic Wounds, Bodily Scars, and the “Death Vortex” of Exile 

Trauma in The Garden of Solitude operates simultaneously on psychic and bodily registers, 

embodying Caruth’s definition of trauma as “the response to an unexpected or overwhelming 

violent event or events that are not fully grasped as they occur, but return later in repeated 

flashbacks, nightmares, and other repetitive phenomena” (Caruth 91). In the volatile 1990s 

Kashmir Valley, Pandits inhabit a “death vortex” of pervasive fear. Militancy infiltrates daily life 

with chilling specificity: “Billa Puj is a goon of this area. He owns a butcher’s shop at Gaw Kadal. 

Don’t you know that his brother Majid is a militant and works for the Kashmir Liberation Front? 

Hilal says that he is back from the training camp in Azad Kashmir, and now roams with a Chhakir 

and Rof under his pheran” (Gigoo 31). Children invent coded language—“Chhakir and Rof were 

code names invented by Sridar’s classmate Hilal for Kalashnikov and AK47” (Gigoo 32)—to 

normalize the surreal presence of weapons. Lasa’s friend Nilkanth articulates the mounting peril: 

“Our women and children should not stay here with us. Send your mother, wife and son away from 

Kashmir. Do not wait any longer. Downtown is no longer safe for us” (Gigoo 42). Families respond 

by erasing visible markers of identity—the women abandon tilaks, the men grow beards, and 

traditional “Namaskar” greetings cease—to survive amid mosque-broadcast slogans branding 

them “O informers, agents and kafirs, leave this land” or, more brutally, “All non-believers and 

informers are given thirty-six hours to leave this place. Those who fail to obey will be sawed” 

(Gigoo 50, 40). 

The exodus itself enacts collective trauma on a massive scale. Families flee at night in 

trucks, each vehicle carrying “a home, and hopelessness. Each truck trudged on inexorably, with 

terror-stricken faces looking pitifully all around” (Gigoo 66). In the makeshift Jammu camps, 

environmental and sanitary horrors compound the initial psychic rupture: overcrowding, foul 

water, snakebites, sunstrokes, malaria, and the stench of human excrement. Gigoo renders these 

conditions with unflinching sensory detail: 

The men went reluctantly to the striking latrines to relieve themselves. Some women 

covered their noses with the end of their sarees and took with them buckets full of soil to cover the 

faces. There were others who refuse to use the latrines. The faucets ran dry. The stray dogs were 
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all around. It was a row of makeshift toilets. The walls were made of wooden planks. Thin sheets 

of tin with holes and another scrap from the junkyard formed the roof. There were no bathrooms. 

They all went either to the school or to the temple to bathe. Slowly inconvenience became a habit. 

(Gigoo 119) 

This passage illustrates Caruthian latency: the grandfather’s mutism and fixation on 

vanishing mountains symbolize unprocessed loss, where the landscape itself becomes a traumatic 

signifier internalized as “frozen dreams.” Bodily trauma—rashes from millipede bites that “ooze 

pus,” women lining up at “filthy and stinking toilets” while men leer, children vomiting in tents—

intersects psychic fragmentation, producing what the novel terms a “culture of idleness” and a 

“strange madness [that] has engulfed us” (Lahkar and Swami 1046; Gigoo 191). Elders descend 

into dementia or silence; Mahanandju becomes “speechless as though they had lost voices,” a 

“man without a reflection” who confuses dreams with reality, loses his appetite, and watches his 

skin decay while his eyes turn grey (Gigoo 1044, 1045). Gigoo depicts trauma as both individual 

neurosis and collective pathology: “Madness invaded and crushed them all. […] A generation 

turned into stones. A generation forget itself!” (Gigoo 191). Sridar’s later writing functions as 

narrative therapy, transforming repressed events into the Book of Ancestors, yet the unresolved 

pain fuels an “interminable” search for homeland resettlement. As Koul and Thakur observe, 

forced migrants are “significantly more vulnerable to identity change,” their trauma augmented by 

adaptive demands that produce ongoing identity crisis (Koul and Thakur 332). The novel’s 

dedication encapsulates this existential void: “All I dream of now is a garden of solitude, where I 

get a morsel of rice in the morning and a morsel of rice in the evening” (Gigoo v). Here, trauma is 

not merely event-based but structural—an unending echo that fragments self and community while 

paradoxically birthing creative resistance. Gigoo’s portrayal thus aligns with diaspora theorists 

who view trauma as generative of hybrid yet haunted subjectivities, where the body and psyche 

become sites of contested memory (Lahkar and Swami 1042–47). 

Loss: Material Dispossession, Cultural Erasure, and Existential Uprooting 

Loss in the novel is depicted as multifaceted and irreversible, encompassing material 

dispossession, cultural annihilation, and existential severance from ancestral moorings. Materially, 

families abandon homes, shops, orchards, and cherished heirlooms in frantic packing scenes that 

underscore the arbitrariness of choice. Gowri weeps, “Can’t we take the tiles? Can’t we take the 

new ceiling?” while Lasa confronts the paralysis of decision: “Everything useful appeared 
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frivolous and trivial. […] One moment, each item seemed precious. The other moment, everything 

seemed useless” (Gigoo 72, 66). As the truck departs, Lasa watches his house recede: “He sat in 

the bus and saw his home fade away as he moved ahead in the bus. Lasa thought about the house 

he left behind; the house in which he had made first love to his wife; the house in which his son 

was born. He saw his house fade away in a distance. […] His soul refused to leave the house” 

(Gigoo 67). Nostalgia for the lost paradise intensifies the wound: “The sobbing willows, moving 

saffron buds, the rich green rice fields and the singing hoopoes” haunt the migrants’ memories. 

(Bufanda) 

Culturally, the Pandits forfeit the symbiotic fabric of Kashmiriyat. Pre-exodus memories 

glow with saffron fields, joint festivals, and Muslim neighbors’ reassurances: “Muslims are safe 

in Kashmir so long as the Pandits live here”; an elder implores, “Islam does not teach violence” 

(Gigoo 67). Post-exodus, these bonds fracture; elders die in camps, rituals reduce to bare 

sustenance, and traditions fragment into “sordid and stagnant life.” The “beautiful garden” withers 

into exclusion, as a Muslim friend later writes: “by losing you [Kashmiri Pandits] Kashmir lost its 

soul” (Gigoo 178). Lasa reflects on the deeper stakes: “It is the land they want Lasa, not our 

hearts”. (Gigoo 175) 

Existentially, loss breeds intergenerational grief. Sridar inherits fragmented histories; his 

sister endures camp squalor. Lasa’s letters express faint hope—“This parting is not forever. We 

will meet. We will re-live the lost time”—yet underscore soul-deep severance. Elders’ fading 

memories exacerbate the wound: “The exile forced upon the Kashmiri Pandits gradually eroded 

their memories; those who were directly connected to the past in the Valley either died […] or lost 

their memories” (Thakur). As Priyanka Thakur argues, Sridar’s literary pursuit reconnects the 

displaced to roots, countering the “erasure of identity” through the Book of Ancestors (Thakur). 

This echoes diaspora theorists’ view of loss as generative: what is mourned becomes the raw 

material for hybrid identities haunted by the homeland. Gigoo thus transforms personal 

bereavement into communal testimony, insisting that storytelling alone can salvage what violence 

has scattered. (Bufanda 16) 

Alienation: Outsiders in Homeland and Exile  

Alienation manifests as profound non-belonging, rendering Pandits “aliens and misfits” in both 

Kashmir and Jammu. In the Valley, former neighbors turn hostile; slogans demand, “Let the Pandit 

men leave Kashmir, but let them leave their women behind” (Gigoo 68). Even assurances crumble: 
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“Fear ruled the hearts of the Pandits, and they became suspicious of the Muslim neighbours and 

friends with whom they had shared” everything (Gigoo, qtd. in Koul and Thakur). Pandits become 

“weeds” in a contested landscape, their centuries-long presence suddenly suspect; “The Pandits 

became suspects — informers and agents of India”. (Gigoo 32) 

In camps, alienation intensifies into identity crisis. Mocked with “Azadhi!” taunts, they 

endure squalor and bureaucratic queues as IDPs, “neither Kashmiri in Kashmir nor Indians in 

Jammu” (Koul and Thakur 333). Koul and Thakur delineate three precise stages of identity crisis: 

(1) hiding identity amid 1990s violence through erased markers (“The Pandit women stopped 

putting tilaks on their foreheads to mask their identity. The men grew beards. […] They abandoned 

their traditional greeting ‘Namaskar’” [Gigoo 39]); (2) shedding home, culture, and ties during 

exodus; and (3) navigating adaptation dilemmas in the host land, where “the community struggled 

to come to terms with unfamiliar land” and “wandered aimlessly” (Gigoo 191). The result is 

subaltern positioning: “without a history and without an image,” denied socio-economic agency 

or discursive voice (Koul and Thakur 332). Drawing on Bhugra, they note that “forced migrants 

in exile are significantly more vulnerable to identity change than any other social group,” 

experiencing continuous adaptive demands leading to crisis (Koul and Thakur 332). Sridar’s arc—

studies in Delhi, a Chicago job, return visits—underscores perpetual outsiderness. Even writing 

offers partial solace; the self fragments under competing claims. Lasa urges his son: “You must 

remember to look back and reflect on our journey. Someday, you will have to search for the shreds 

of your identity, your essence, and your own history” (Gigoo 158). Alienation thus evolves from 

spatial dislocation to psychic exile, a lifelong condition of “neither here nor there” that the novel 

renders with philosophical depth, echoing Camus’s absurd yet insisting on memory as quiet 

defiance. As one character laments, “For the migrants, tomorrow brings no hope, and today is a 

burden weighing heavy on their souls. There is nothing to look forward to”. (Gigoo, qtd.) 

Cultural Migration: Displacement, Preservation, and Narrative Resistance 

Cultural migration forms the novel’s thematic core: forced relocation erodes identity yet 

paradoxically preserves it through memory and art. Pandits become “cultural as well as spatial 

migrants in their own land,” inhabiting an “artificial cultural bubble” of reminiscences, fables from 

great-grandmother Poshkuj, and rituals in camps (Thakur). Gowri, “a great raconteur,” revives 

ancestral tales: “She brought the images to life through the words she wove and the deft 

gesticulations she made” (Gigoo xiii). Storytelling resists assimilation, yet younger generations 
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face acute dilemmas—Pamposh’s “centipede” existence symbolizes adaptation’s laborious crawl 

through loss. The waiting itself sustains fragile continuity: “The waiting kept the old from 

stumbling into oblivion” (Gigoo 75). 

Sridar emerges as the community’s chronicler, launching the Book of Ancestors to 

document “myriad tales of pain.” During his return to Kashmir, he contemplates a surviving 

painting: “If it has survived in my old room for fifteen years, it can very well last a lifetime there. 

Some things are not meant to be uprooted” (Gigoo 238). The title The Garden of Solitude evokes 

both the lost Kashmir paradise and the inner cultivation of memory amid dislocation. Gigoo warns 

of identity erosion—fears of absorption into broader Hindu identity—but affirms narrative as 

resistance. Sridar’s journeys to Ladakh and Delhi symbolize restless seeking, culminating in the 

epilogue where he reads from his book on Martyrs’ Day. As Thakur notes, the protagonist’s literary 

pursuit “reconnects the displaced to roots,” countering elders’ memory loss and the communal 

“erasure of identity” (Thakur). This aligns with transgenerational trauma studies: literature 

preserves cultural heritage against oblivion, turning exile’s solitude into a creative “garden” where 

the Pandit story endures (Lahkar and Swami 1047). Sridar himself articulates the redemptive 

paradox: “Life teaches us that there is beauty in ugliness” (Gigoo, qtd. in Kafila extract). 

Conclusion: Memory as Resistance in the Garden of Exile  

The Garden of Solitude transcends autobiography to become historical witness and ethical 

imperative. Gigoo renders Pandit trauma, loss, alienation, and cultural migration with raw 

authenticity: trauma as unending echo, loss as soul-wound, alienation as perpetual outsiderness, 

and migration as painful yet preservative act. Through Sridar’s family, it humanizes a community 

reduced to statistics, insisting on Kashmiriyat’s fragile beauty and its violent rupture. In an era of 

contested narratives, the novel bridges silence and discourse, urging recognition of Pandits as 

internally displaced yet culturally resilient. As one character reflects, both communities suffered—

“Muslims lost many children and Pandits lost their elders”—yet Pandit voices remain marginalized 

(Gigoo 179). Gigoo’s work ensures the “garden” endures not in physical return but in collective 

memory, offering hope amid unresolved exile. Future scholarship might extend this analysis to 

comparative diaspora literatures (e.g., Partition fiction or Palestinian exile narratives), affirming 

literature’s power to heal fractured histories and reclaim subaltern agency. 
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